






This is the post-print of Pym, J. & Kapp, R. 2013. Harnessing agency: towards a learning 





It is made available according to the terms of agreement between the author and the journal, 
and in accordance with UCT’s open access policy available: 
http://www.openuct.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/UCTOpenAccessPolicy.pdf, for the purposes 
of research, teaching and private study. 
1 
 
Harnessing agency: towards a learning model for undergraduate 
students  
June Pyma and Rochelle Kapp 
Abstract: This article describes a successful academic development programme in a Commerce 
faculty at a relatively elite, historically white university in South Africa. The writers argue that the 
programme has managed to achieve good results in recent years by moving away from deficit models 
of academic development for students from disadvantaged backgrounds. The article draws on five 
years of data to illustrate how students' home discourses have influenced their negotiations of 
institutional discourses. It is argued that many of the students have shown considerable agency in 
gaining admission to university despite their social backgrounds, but experience a crisis of confidence 
and self-esteem in the new environment. The article describes how the new model of academic 
development has responded to this context by providing a more flexible approach to the curriculum, 
which attempts to harness students' agency as well as foster a sense of belonging to a learning 
community. Also described are the range of interventions that have been put in place specifically to 
develop a culture of learning and to promote social connectedness, identity and agency. 




Policies of widening access in Higher Education sectors around the world have 
meant an increase in numbers of students who enter into the institution without the 
“cultural capital” (Bourdieu 1991: 230) deemed necessary by higher education 
institutions. Once they gain entry, these students often have to cope with multiple 
academic, linguistic and social and challenges that will impact on their studies (Swail 
2002 and Mann 2008). There is increasing pressure for higher education institutions 
to engage with different levels of disadvantage in the learning environment. 
Nevertheless, by and large, institutions still tend to construct students’ home 
identities and languages as a problem that has to be fixed through the provision of 
quick-fix support skills courses (Rose 1990; Haggis 2006 and Mann 2008). This 
paper describes and theorizes a teaching and learning model in the South African 
context which has reversed a record of student failure by challenging such 
assimilationist, deficit notions of the teaching and learning process.   
In the post-Apartheid era, the South African Higher Education sector has 
remained racially skewed. Research by Scott et al (2007) analyses the total 2005 
higher education enrolment and reports a five-fold difference between the gross 
participation rates of white (60%) and black (12%) 20-24 age-groups. Based on the 
2000 intake into Higher Education, the study shows that only 38% of all first-time 
entering students graduated within five years. In general, efforts to redress the 
imbalances caused by the Apartheid system have focussed on the structural factors 
that act as a barrier to success. These include issues such as poor teaching at the 
school-level; lack of articulation between school and university; difficulties with the 
medium of instruction; poor career guidance and lack of bursary support. Designated 
funding has been set aside to address these issues, and most higher education 
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institutions have established Academic Development (AD) programmes1 which cater 
for students who are admitted under special conditions on the basis of equity2 
considerations. 
These programmes have addressed the academic and linguistic difficulties by 
putting in place structured courses to compensate for the deficit of schooling. The 
notion has been that the content gaps of schooling have to be filled and students 
have to be taught ways of thinking, problem-solving, reading and writing that 
challenge the formula-driven, rote-learning modes that characterize many black 
working-class and rural schools. Typically, students who have not met the required 
entry criteria are placed on these programmes. They are provided with extra courses 
in small, separate, compulsory first-year programmes taught by specialised staff and 
thereafter, exit into the mainstream programmes to continue with their studies. The 
need to counter the stigma associated with special programmes for black students at 
historically white institutions has meant that there has often been an avoidance of a 
direct focus on the socio-cultural and psychological aspects of students’ transitions 
into higher education for fear of pathologizing black student experiences and 
creating a notion of victimhood.  
Ironically, the history of AD has in many ways exacerbated students’ 
experience of being ‘other’ and marginalised in the university as students’ identities 
have been constructed as being ‘less able’ and ‘ill prepared’. A deficit assumption 
(Boughey 2010) has predominated, focusing on students’ lack of preparation to cope 
with tertiary studies. These stereotypes have been compounded by the politics of 
race and class in South Africa. The silence about the psychological and social 
aspects of the transition ignores the considerable identity challenges faced by young 
black students who have come from impoverished conditions and often dysfunctional 
homes and schools into relatively elite universities (see also Marshall and Case 
2010). Instead, there has been a strong emphasis on assimilating students into 
higher education with a concomitant “cultural literacy” model (Knoblauch and 
Brannon 1984: 29) foregrounding middle class, white, Anglicised norms and values.  
By their very nature, such programmes often have the unintended effect of producing 
what Steele (1999: 44) calls “stereotype threat”, that is, an overarching anxiety that 
becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy.  The consequence is to encourage passivity and 
dependence, thus stripping students of the agency which enabled them to attain 
access to tertiary studies despite their home and school circumstances. 
This paper describes a successful Academic Development programme in the 
Commerce Faculty at the University of Cape Town which has managed to achieve 
good results in recent years by moving to a more flexible approach, adding value to 
                                                          
1
 Mainly as a consequence of the racially skewed educational system, Academic Development in 
South Africa is focused on strategies and programmes that address student needs. While training and 
development of academics is generally part of the brief, it is not the main focus as in the United 
Kingdom for example.  
2
 Generic term to be used for all previously disenfranchised people in South Africa 
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the curriculum and student experience, while attempting to harness students’ agency 





The model draws on experience of working in this context, and a growing body of 
educational theory which has shown that identity is central to learning. Recent post-
structuralist theory has emphasized the complex interplay of structure and agency in 
the educational process. While Gee (1990: 142) argues that the accepted ways of 
“saying-doing-being-valuing-believing”, i.e. discourses that characterize home and 
institutional contexts are powerful socializing agents which require individuals to take 
up subject positions within their ideological framework, a range of critics have 
produced less totalizing accounts which argue that individuals can and do act within 
these frameworks, that individual lives are both “constrained” and “agentic” 
(Thomson 2009: 154). Here, agency is understood as an individual’s capacity to act 
purposively to make choices about how they wish to live and to act upon those 
choices (Walker 2006). In this reasoning, educational success and failure are 
influenced by “structures of opportunity” as well as individual motivation, effort and 
ability to reflect at a meta-level (Christie 2008: 8; see also Luckett and Luckett 2009). 
Theorists like Norton (1997) and Thomson (2009: 160) have used the notion of 
“investment” to understand when, where and why individuals engage (or disengage) 
with “socially and discursively available resources”. They have argued that 
motivation to learn is context dependent and often contradictory. Individuals invest in 
certain subject positions rather than others at particular times in relation to structures 
of power and opportunity. They negotiate who they are and who they want to be in 
relation to past and present interaction and importantly, in relation to “the desire for 
recognition, the desire for affiliation, and the desire for security and safety” (Norton 
1997: 410). Post-structuralist theorists on identity have argued that it is crucial to 
recognize and take individuals’ past identities and literacies into account as they 
encounter new discourses.  
The new discourses that students encounter as they enter into the academy are 
embedded in taken-for-granted ideological frameworks and the boundary lines that 
connote inclusion or exclusion are often obscure. Students have to learn to negotiate 
norms, values, attitudes and beliefs different from their home discourses both within 
the institution and within their disciplines. This process often produces considerable 
conflict and ambivalence. This emotion-work is invisible, and yet requires 
considerable symbolic resources.  
Thus, we argue that an enabling learning programme should be transparent and 
unapologetic about the need to provide appropriate academic structures for students 
who are academically under-prepared as a consequence of poor schooling. 
However, such provision should find ways of connecting to students’ home identities, 
should cater for individual learning needs and strengths, and should foster students’ 
investment in their learning and sense of belonging within the institution.  
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This paper starts with a description of the institutional context and then describes 
how students have constructed themselves as learners within their home and school 
settings. This description is informed by data collected over a five-year period 
(20052010) and consists of 720 questionnaires which students complete on arrival, 
student evaluations as well as 31 individual semi-structured interviews of first-year 
students. These data are used to illustrate how students’ home discourses have 
influenced their negotiations of institutional discourses. We then proceed to show 
how the Commerce AD model attempts to address students’ academic needs and 
foster agency.  
 
 
The institutional context 
The University of Cape Town is a historically white university and is regarded as one 
of the most elite universities in South Africa. Academic access to the institution is 
difficult and only students who have excelled in their formal school examinations are 
considered for admission. The Commerce Faculty is viewed as prestigious in terms 
of academic results and its international professional credibility. It has one of the 
highest entry grade requirements in the university. While the student composition 
has shifted so that Commerce has 47% equity students (2009 UCT enrollment data), 
the academic staff composition of the faculty is 59% white (Institutional Planning 
Department 2009). The majority of students who complete a B Com degree are 
registered for the Chartered Accounting programme. Only 16% of Chartered 
Accountants in South Africa are black (The South African Institute of Chartered 
Accounting 2009: 12) which gives some indication regarding both the historical 
backlog of the legacy of apartheid, as well as the serious competitiveness in this 
field. There is very strong political and professional will within the faculty to shift this 
alarming profile and focus on seeking out the brightest and best black students.  
 
 
Who are the first year AD students?  
The AD programme has approximately 750 students in total and an average of 250 
first year students are accepted into the programme (Bachelor of Commerce and 
Bachelor of Business Science degrees) each year. The AD programme makes up 
approximately 31% of the Commerce Faculty’s black students. The majority of these 
students would have been educated at rural and working-class schools, with English 
as an additional language and most are the first generation in their families to attend 
university. 
Many of the students come from desperate and impoverished families. Many 
either do not know their fathers or have very limited contact with them. The following 
example is typical: 
 I was raised by my strong and powerful mother. I have experienced a lot of 
violence in my youth leaving me to grow up quickly and see the world with 
sceptical eyes or view. I have gone through life not having a father figure this 
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causing me to resent men or families with fathers and I also became cold and 
resilient – focused on my books and passing better than most people.  
Students’ paths through school have often been marked by considerable agency 
with students taking adult decisions at an early age. Many have developed quite 
sophisticated coping mechanisms in negotiating trying family and school 
circumstances and have often worked independently to achieve their results. For 
example: “I lost both my parents at a young age, I had to live with a family relative 
who did not treat me very well and that motivated me to put more effort to my 
schoolwork”. As a consequence of splintered family life, academic success has 
sometimes been the only viable direction to take. A student from the 2008 cohort 
says: “I grew up with my grandmother – she died when I was in grade 9 and I had 
nowhere to go. Luckily I applied to the Cape Academy for Maths and Science and 
received a bursary ... the school has taught me how to be independent and 
disciplined”. 
 
Negotiating the transition 
Whatever the students’ circumstances, their identities have been affirmed in the past 
by the fact that they have excelled in their schooling contexts. They arrive at the 
university fairly confident with an identity that has been developed around being an 
achiever.  For example: “In my village not so many people are educated in such a 
way that I am the first person in my family and in my village to be in a prominent 
university…” . Students’ sense of optimism is often fuelled by particular religious 
convictions. This discourse seems to act as a “sponsor” for their actions by offering a 
social identity which facilitates security, connection and agency (Herrington and 
Curtis 2000: 369). For example: “What I am is a gift from God and what I become is 
a gift to God” ; “I’ve gone through so much in life, nobody understands the trials and 
tribulations I’ve been through but through God I’ve overcome most of them” and “I 
love God, just madly” and “I get a lot of my strength from God and he’s the sole 
person I put all my trust in”.  
Many of the students’ narratives express strong dreams for themselves and for 
their potential contribution to their families and communities: “I would like to obtain 
my degree and become a valuable citizen in the upliftment of my community”; “I am 
an optimist and have a very bright future ahead of me” ; “I want to go somewhere 
with my life” ; “I hope to inspire others and give back to the masses of the African 
people. I want to be a beacon of hope and triumph to all!!” and “There are many 
dreams I still have ahead for my life and I strongly believe and know that through the 
education and knowledge I’ll receive in this place I will achieve” . 
As a consequence of their backgrounds, students often register for their 
Commerce degrees for instrumental reasons and not necessarily because of a 
considered career choice. A strong motivation is the power of the degree to open a 
space for employment and social and geographic mobility. For example, “I want to 
be a successful Chartered Accountant in the near future and help my parents out of 
the difficult financial situations they find themselves in” and “Education is the only 
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way you will get yourself out of this place” (referring to her impoverished living 
situation). 
For many, the experience of arriving at the university is liberating and exciting in 
that the institution is well resourced, feels relatively safe, offers freedom of 
movement and the possibility of new experiences and relationships. A student 
relates a positive experience as “meeting my new and very diverse group of friends 
that will hopefully last me a lifetime”; another student speaks about “being able to 
make my own decisions in terms of what to do and when to do it has been a very 
crucial part of my personal growth”.  
Nevertheless, many students experience a crisis that relates both to academic 
and linguistic difficulties and to affective issues. Many of the academic difficulties  
that these working-class and rural students experience are similar to those 
experienced by mainstream Commerce students in that they have mostly not been 
prepared for higher education demands of independent study or for analytical 
engagement at cognitively demanding levels. On the whole, large classes are 
usually lecture-centered and the anonymity provided often militates against 
promoting students’ involvement and intellectual development (MacGregor et al 
2000). However, the comments by the students in our study about their transition 
also bear the quite specific imprint of Apartheid schooling. The majority of black 
working-class and rural students are still educated in print-impoverished, under-
resourced environments, often characterised by teacher-centred, predominantly oral 
classroom cultures. In a context where close to 90 percent of students study through 
the medium of English (their second or third language), school teachers often 
compensate for their own and students’ struggles in the language by teaching in 
students’ home languages. Nevertheless, their texts are written in English and 
students have to pass examinations in that language. There is little close 
engagement with texts and limited analysis of concepts. Literacy practices are 
dominated by rote-learning and take on an instrumental character, functional to the 
externally set examinations that students have to pass in order to gain a school-
leaving (matriculation) certificate (Slonimsky and Shalem 2004; Kapp 2004 and 
Christie 2008). While it seems that the students in our study have learnt to take 
responsibility for their learning in a context where teachers are often absent and 
where the culture of teaching and learning is often not conducive to learning, their 
school environments have not prepared them to cope with the level of cognitive 
academic language proficiency (Cummins 1996) and the pace of engagement in the 
new environment. As one student says: “I’m finding it difficult to understand ... very 
fast and strictly in English”. Many students are self-conscious about their level of 
English and are intimidated and unable to ask questions. The following quotation 
highlights the meta-level shift that students have to make in terms of approach to 
learning and cognition: 
Varsity, the pace and the way you do things is completely different 
to school ....”. “I think maybe it’s also the way it was taught and, 
because some of the things they assume that you know from school 
and sometimes you haven’t covered those things so you have to go 
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and actually re-teach it to yourself and the standard, they assume 
that you know a lot more than sometimes you do, and it requires 
much more time and practice than in high school”. “I can’t just sit 
and read some of the things, like I used to have ways of 
remembering, making up little sayings and things and some of the 
work now it’s hard to still do those things because it’s much more to 
remember. ... in school you have to learn to remember, here you 
have to learn to know . 
 Time is also an issue because the pre-programmed structures and spoon-feeding 
practices of school have not prepared students to cope with multiple demands 
simultaneously. This often results in students spending inordinate amounts of time 
with their studies to the exclusion of other activities, or becoming so overwhelmed 
that little gets done and the ripple effect is one of feeling “out of control”: “Adapting to 
university and time management.  Struggling to stay focused because I am always 
tired, stressed and overworked.  Balancing the time I allocate to courses as I neglect 
the ones I am not good at”. 
A significant number of the students experience varying levels of demoralisation 
and loss of self-acceptance when they first realise that their schooling has not 
prepared them for university. A student, speaks about how she is constantly 
comparing herself “.. to other people and then you feel inadequate and then I start 
thinking the people around me are so smart and I’m not” . Another student finds it 
very difficult “Seeing that everybody is coping even though I do not understand what 
is being said”.  
In some cases, the fraught conditions of home continue to make demands and 
affect students’ ability to focus. A significant number of students speak of missing 
home and experience loneliness and isolation as they attempt to make connections 
within a new environment where they know no-one: “Because I’ve been living away 
from my friends and my family and I have to kind of find myself away from all, find 
out who I am away from all those things that used to define me, ja” . For some 
students, isolation through study has become a way of seeking refuge from difficult 
home conditions: “I had to move out of my stepfather’s house when my mother died 
and move to my aunt. The experiences I had while I was under her roof would not be 
music to anyone’s ears but such experiences I am grateful for, for they made me fall 
in love with my books and be my own best friend”. 
Diminished self-acceptance seems to affect students’ ability to connect with 
others. Their eroded self-esteem often leaves them feeling unworthy and there are a 
large number of students who indicate how they battle with socializing and self-
confidence: “My own true enemy is confidence” ; “I am intelligent and have always 
been at the top of my class but despite it all I am not that high on self confidence” ; 
“I’m not really self-confident and I still loathe myself to a certain extent”; “I am a shy 
girl and my lack of confidence is sometime a problem for me”; “I was taught at a very 
young age that when people speak, I should keep silent and listen” and “..what I 
have gone through in my life (that I cannot talk about) made me a reserved child who 
doesn’t want to be more exposed to others for they might hurt me as always” . 
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Recent student experience research pertaining to the international context (see 
Herrington and Curtis 2000; Reay 2001, Reid et al 2003; Christie et al 2008 and 
Mann 2008 for example) has shown that experiences of alienation are fairly common 
for all students, but particularly so for many first generation students as they enter 
into the middle-class environment of higher education. However, the dislocation of 
conventional family structures, the breakdown of the culture of learning and teaching 
in schools, the violence and conflict in the society has meant that black working-
class and rural learners in South Africa are placed in  situations of extreme risk and 
vulnerability (see Ramphele  2002;  Bloch 2009 and Bray et al 2010). Ironically, 
these young people are simultaneously being offered unheard of opportunities and 
possibilities of rapid upward mobility. For many students higher education is seen as 
an escape, a route out of their impoverished home circumstances. Nevertheless, 
entering into a new environment where very little is familiar and which is physically 
far from home often produces intense loneliness and a loss of voice, self-esteem and 
purpose. It is clear from the data that the academic and psychological issues are 
intertwined. In Luckett and Luckett’s (2009: 480) words, ”preparing cohorts of 
professionals [in the new South African context]… entails negotiating shifts in 
consciousness, identity and modes of reflexivity related to severe contextual 
discontinuity”. We believe that development of social connectedness, identity and 
agency strongly assists academic success. It also contributes to the broader 
development of critical citizenship and social responsiveness. In the next section, we 
outline the model that has been developed to address this context. 
 
Harnessing Agency 
In the past, the AD work focused exclusively on the academic unpreparedness of 
first year students to cope with a Commerce degree. Students were placed on the 
programme if they had not met the required academic school results to gain access 
to the faculty. Students were conscious of this, did not want to be on the programme 
and were embarrassed to acknowledge their academic development status to 
anyone outside of the programme. Students’ experiences in AD probably contributed 
toward further alienation from the ‘mainstream’ and their sense of belonging at the 
university because being in a separate programme probably fostered the 
marginalization already experienced by students. While students tended to pass the 
academic development courses, they were likely to fail once they re-entered the 
mainstream. 
The changes that have taken place in our model have been gradual and have 
been the result of ongoing critical review and our research on the challenges faced 
by students. At a structural level, we agreed that there is a need to retain a separate 
structure that provides specialised support because, as Bertram (2003) argues, 
equity of access is not enough to ensure equity of outcomes. In a society that still 
bears the scars of discrimination, treating students the same has the potential to 
reinforce inequality as implicitly, those who have acquired the linguistic, social and 
cultural competencies of the discourse are favoured (Bernstein 1990). We also 
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agreed that some form of academic and psychological support needed to be 
provided throughout the degree. Nevertheless, the model would need to be more 
flexible, would need to cater for individual needs and be more conscious of how the 
status of the programme is promoted in relationship to the faculty3. An important 
initial step was to change the admissions process by creating a variety of access 
points to the programme. Firstly, opportunities for students to apply to the 
programme (as distinct from simply being ‘placed’) were created. Secondly, two 
large bursary schemes now make it obligatory for their recipients to be part of the 
programme. The inclusion of a variety of students (rather than simply those who 
have not met mainstream entrance requirements) has played a significant role in 
helping to shift the sense of ‘stereotype threat’ and raising the level regarding the 
academic demands in the class.  
We have catered for academic diversity by creating flexible entry and exit points 
within the programme. For example, we have developed augmented courses which 
enable students to complete a first year course over the same duration as a 
semester course, but with a greater degree of support and varying teaching 
pedagogies. It is possible that a particular student could be registered for a mixture 
of augmented and extended courses (which are longer in duration). This caters for 
individual needs by allowing extra time in a course that is vulnerable, but not 
impeding the student in a course of strength. While students are mostly in separate 
small classes in their first year, thereafter they continue their studies as integral 
members of the Commerce Faculty. The greater curriculum flexibility has also meant 
that students are better prepared for the level and quantity of work in their second 
year. 
The programme now reflects a Vygotskian (1978) influence insofar as 
acknowledging the primacy of the social and interactive aspects of learning and the 
importance of student experience. Lecturers know the students individually at the 
first-year level and a great deal of learning takes place using small group and 
collaborative work. In this respect, Kurfiss (1988), Astin (1993), Mazur (1997) and 
Springer et al (1999) all emphasize that fostering higher-order thinking skills, 
intellectual development and affective student outcomes are maximised with the 
greater number of student-student and student-lecturer interactions. There is a 
strong attempt to articulate with their prior learning rather than to discard their 
schooling in deficit terms. Students are constructed as active participants and are 
scaffolded into their disciplines through the use of case studies, annotated texts 
which mediate conceptual understanding, problem-solving scenarios, problem-based 
learning, simulations and experiential situations. Students are also encouraged to 
draw on their home languages as resources for learning. 
A cross-disciplinary collaboration among lecturers has helped the development of 
an explicit meta-language which plays a role in developing students’ capacity for 
                                                          
3
 For example, in earlier years, student orientation leaders would walk past the AD 
offices describing this as a programme for ‘black students who didn’t make the 
faculty admission point requirements’ 
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reflective learning and facilitates transfer of knowledge and skills across disciplines. 
Reflective learning is emphasised within the discipline and is also the subject of 
special focus in a compulsory skills course which focuses explicitly on a range of 
meta-cognitive skills (critical thinking, collaborative learning, language and 
communication skills, career planning and time/stress management).   
A crucial aspect of the programme that has contributed to adding value to 
students’ experiences, has been a much stronger emphasis on working proactively 
in terms of both academic and psycho-social support. Student development officers 
work with students as a cohort and on an individual basis. While continually 
exploring ways to be responsive to students’ realities, the programme now asserts a 
particular knowledge and understanding of the students as a way of both pre-
empting crises and building capacity with the rich diversity and resources in the 
class. For example, monthly class meetings are held for all cohorts in order to 
ensure continuity, to identify appropriate interventions and to use role-models to 
inspire and motivate. Student results are scrutinized very early and on an on-going 
basis as a way of liaising with vulnerable students to assess and negotiate difficulties 
prior to possible exclusions. Where necessary, students are referred to a counselling 
service that is integrated into the programme.  
The programme attempts to develop both a supportive social community and a 
culture of learning.  There is a strong emphasis on creating a learning community 
through provision of academic skills and workshops throughout their degree. The 
programme also offers a suite of opportunities that attempt to promote social 
connectedness. Senior students take on roles such as mentoring, tutoring and 
facilitating the induction programme for new students. The induction program at the 
beginning of the year for all our new students aims at forging a close social network. 
A well developed web site, communication network and newsletter enhance contact, 
and the sharing of news and information. There is also a formal student society 
which organises a range of functions, including social responsiveness projects.   In 
all these interventions, there is a deliberate attempt to create a sense of belonging to 
a community which offers a safe space for students to express their fears and 
anxieties, and also provides coping mechanisms. As a number of theorists have 
argued, in order to feel invested in their learning, individuals need to feel that they 
belong (Reay, 2001; Reid et al 2003; Chapman and Pyvis 2006; Christie et al 2008;  
Bangeni and Kapp 2005 and Thomson 2009).   
A yearly awards ceremony acknowledges academic excellence and progress. It 
also   provides a platform for acknowledging students’ home discourses via their own 
dance, music and poetry creations. As Walker (2006: 7) argues, “processes of 
learning and agentic identity formation are intrinsically connected with the process of 
recognition. By receiving recognition from (significant) others, one achieves a 
confident and a positive identity”. These occasions are seen as an important part of 
a process to provide the most conducive teaching and learning environment that 
focuses on “the interplay between the learner and the way in which learning is 
facilitated” (Coughlan 2006: 213) taking particular cognisance of providing a fertile 
environment to maximise students’ ability to succeed in Higher Education.  
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Alongside Walker (2006) and Adams et al (2006), we believe that the period that a 
student spends in higher education has the potential to be an important time for self-
exploration and for developing the tools and resources for the future. Walker (2006) 
argues that “experiences in higher education for all students – positive and life-
enhancing, or narrowing horizons and self-belief – will shape their lifelong learner 
identities and choices”. Adams et al (2006: 87) draw on Erikson’s theory of psycho-
social development to talk about the importance of the period of university study as 
an “institutionalised moratorium” period in terms of identity development. During this 
late-adolescent period, students have the potential to experiment with various roles 
and options, to re-shape the map of their futures. In the process of envisioning a 
future and developing goals, it is important to provide personal narratives with which 
students can identify. To this end, there has been an increased engagement with 
alumni from the programme who have served as role models and provided particular 
motivation for students to take charge of their lives despite the circumstances they 
might have to negotiate. This has played an important symbolic role in enabling 
students to see the potential for alternative subject positions. 
The programme acknowledges students’ fears and doubts, but also challenges 
them. We see it as crucial not to romanticise or reify the beliefs, attitudes and ways 
of behaving that students bring with them which may impede their processes of 
developing a sense of belonging and of connecting to the new discourses.  The 
programme helps students to see that their social identities are not all-determining in 
terms of their construction of selves and their future goals.  In Walker’s (2006: 4) 
terms “agency is both being and becoming”. Our task is to help students to develop 
meta-awareness of the opportunities in and constraints of their environments. As 
illustrated, many of the students enter with goals that have been pre-determined for 
them by their families or by institutional constraints. It is part of our task to help them 
to work reflexively, to reflect on current priorities and develop future goals that are 
meaningful to them. They have engaged in agentic ways in the past. We provide 
them with the time and space to reflect on how and why they have engaged in 
particular subject positions rather than others and to consider how those roles may 
or may not change in the future.  
 
Impact 
The new teaching and learning environment has made a significant impact on 
academic results. First-year results in the academic development programme have 
outperformed those in ‘mainstream’ classes for the past five years. While we still 
have a long way to go in terms of improving performance in the senior years, the 
graduation rate (approximately 68%) is increasing and is far above the national 
average of 31% in five years for the Business/Management sector in Higher 
Education (Scott et al 2007). 
Students’ evaluation comments on the programme have been positive. Their 
comments reflect their own meta-awareness that both the quality of the teaching and 
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learning environment and the provision of psycho-social support have made a 
difference. One student speaks of the “care for both academic life and other aspects 
of our lives” and asserts “I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else”;  and another states 
that “[it has] helped me be my own person and more independent”. Many students 
speak of the personal recognition and motivation that they receive from the 
programme, for example:  “there is a pool of dedicated men and women who care 
about me and my future and who would go to great lengths to see me successful” 
and “.. they emphasize the fact that there is always hope for a very bad situation”. 
“Being on the EDU has been the turning point in my life ... I feel like a part of a family here”. 
“Some days would be really tough but the words of encouragement they would give us 
during our class meetings meant a lot. At times I felt like giving up but the support I received 
from EDU I felt I had to so keep fighting and was encouraged to work harder”. The 
qualitative data suggests that the experiences implicit in the EDU programme have impacted 
strongly on the students’ sense of worth and motivation and has helped energise them to 
cope within the university environment. “Varsity has made us realise the importance of 
having support from the EDU family to remind us of our dreams and goals because the 
journey can sometimes throw you off track”. ”Being a part of the EDU family has given me a 
great sense of belonging because all my life I have felt out of place” . 
A proactive approach has meant a gradual shift in students’ taking far greater 
individual and collective ownership for their learning and their experiences in Higher 
Education. The organisation has been very active, organising forums, speakers and 
recreational activities.  
Although the issue of a separate programme and students’ experiences of 
marginalization in the broader faculty has not disappeared, there is growing reported 
feedback that students greatly value being in the programme and would not choose 
to be in mainstream. In recent years, increasing numbers of mainstream students 
have requested to be moved to the programme. 
Perhaps the most important marker of success is that the Commerce Faculty has 
now established an Education Development unit which has an explicit mandate to 
draw on the strategies within the Academic Development Unit in order to improve 




The model has drawn on educational theory on identity in the learning environment 
and has responded to specific social conditions in South Africa as a way of 
addressing students’ academic needs and developing agency.  This perspective is 
also relevant for a variety of contexts, given the increasing global diversity of higher 
education students.  
The challenge seems to lie with recognising students as individuals and 
harnessing their previous experiences so that they are able to create new subject 
positions and develop as reflexive learners. By drawing on students as a resource in 
the teaching and learning process, we have learnt a great deal about how they have 
coped in the past and how to work collectively to help them negotiate boundaries 
13 
 
and shift practices. The programme has been enriched and changed by their 
presence and has shifted from focusing on assimilation to a collaborative enterprise 
which engages with the varying inherent resources in the student body. In this way, 
the programme has highlighted the need to engage with notions of 
‘underpreparedness’ and ‘disadvantage’ in a more nuanced, responsive manner. 
The broader challenge is to embrace these ideals at an institutional level and 
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